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The most dramatic photograph in Michael von Graffenried's Naked in Paradise shows an
older man, frontally naked, with flowing, shoulder-length, white hair and a white beard,
imposing and strongly muscled, striding thigh-high through a lake edged with rushes.
One can be forgiven for thinking him originally an inhabitant of Eden, or at least of some
lost world wherein dwells the truly Noble Savage; well, perhaps, but the lake is Lake
Neuchatel. The site is a camp behind high walls in the centre of modern Europe, while
the photographic subject is a naturist, member of the Swiss Friends of the Light, founded
sixty years ago. Von Graffenried's record of the quietly dignified life there is a reminder
that the unclothed body can have meanings beyond sex.
The photographs, in black and white, are calm; von Graffenried has cast an unthreatening
eye on his subjects. People perform massage and calisthenics, play musical instruments,
meditate, play games. Life is quotidian, even among those striving for enlightenment.
They see unclothedness - along with vegetarianism, pacifism and not drinking or
smoking - as an expression of spirituality, an outward commitment to recovering
humanity's primordial purity. Yet inevitably the photographs, even those of naked bodies
seated at computers, are tinged with a certain nostalgia; less nostalgia for primordial
purity than nostalgia for those early twentieth-century philosophies of the body in nature
that fostered such movements as the Friends of the Light. The cultural signature of the
Friends is naivety rather than quaintness - I do not use these words pejoratively - the
quaintness of the milieu of Europe before and after the First World War. The Friends of
the Light remove their clothing, and, unclothed, they paradoxically evoke nothing so
much as the starched collars, severe suits and stiff manners of a bygone period, the
quaintness of Freud, Jung and all of psychoanalysis, H. G. Wells and free love, Shaw,
and Herman Hesse. And the quaintest of all their ideas, also the most moving, is that
nakedness is as much discipline as release.

Children figure only incidentally in von Graffenried's documentation of paradise; these
are family folk, and children are there at play, but nothing special is made of it. For Jock
Sturges, by contrast, who photographs at nude beaches and resorts in France and the
United States, children and adolescents are the focus, particularly young girls, sometimes
in family settings and sometimes not. Sturges's artistic project has caused him problems,
as his San Francisco studio was raided in 1990 by FBI agents, and he was brought before
a grand jury by a special Federal child-pornography team. Somewhat surprisingly (given
the witch-hunt atmosphere currently surrounding the whole subject of child pornography
and child abuse in the United States), the grand jury heeded the views of a unified artistic
community and refused to indict. The hearing had the effect of propelling Sturges and his
work to the forefront of contemporary American photography; the book released
following the hearing, The Last Days of Summer (1991), was widely distributed, not least
because many people wanted to see for themselves what the hubbub was about. The
conclusion among public and reviewers alike was: very little.
Jock Sturges is Sturges's third book since the FBI raid (Radiant Identities, 1994, was the
second), and its interest lies primarily in how Sturges is cautiously shedding the grave
formality of his earlier work and finding, perhaps, a new intimacy with his subjects. Part
of the strict formality of his work is a function of method; he shoots with a large format,
8x10 camera which necessitates using a tripod and ducking under a hood. Out on the
beach, it never permits the spontaneity of the snapshot; on the other hand, it yields
marvellous technical possibilities with the image. Sturges's method permits him
unparalleled portraits of the children and adolescents he photographs, but he can never
really catch them at play for the simple reason that they must stand still, and in this sense
the "formality" of his work recalls the earliest days of the camera, when keeping still was
everything.
But if part of Sturges's work's formality is owed to method, surely another part is owed to
an uncomfortable awareness of the law standing behind him, probing his motives. Luc
Sante has written that Sturges simply celebrates the beauty of the human body, hence all
those portraits of girls entering puberty, so full of beauty and promise. That is certainly
the case of the portrait series in Jock Sturges of Misty Dawn, tracing her from
prepubescence, a tall, bony, preternaturally lovely child in 1988, but hinting at the young
woman she becomes by 1995. Sante implies a certain criticism of Sturges, however; his
work goes no further, it seems, than the shallowness of a summer day that never ends, the
photograph's dream of eternal light, lovely but not deep, in the way that no girl or boy,
however beautiful, can be (or ought to be) deep. This charge of shallowness might go one
step further, to Sturges's concept of beauty, for his ideal of youthful beauty seems frankly
indistinguishable from that of any modeling agency. The shots of adults or less than
beautiful youngsters serve merely to frame girls like Misty Dawn; Sturges's aesthetic is,
finally, a conventional one.
But the photographs also deliberately cloak the inevitable fact that beauty is desirable and
desired; in them, all trace of the photographer's attitude towards the subject is removed,
leaving behind only a residual, purely formal acknowledgment of beauty itself. The
curious formality, the reserve of Sturges's photographs lies in their divorce of beauty

from desire. His work is, peculiarly, as much science as art, and he himself a sort of
anthropologist cataloguing beauty. In the best anthropological mode, the photographs
refuse to acknowledge a complicity with the subject, or the inconceivability of so much
beauty not summoning desire.
The stance is finally romantic. Sturges's work seems endlessly to deny, on the surface,
any desire for its subject, let alone arousal, but surely it protests too much. Its very
remoteness betrays desire in precisely the way that Camus once described (of Gobineau's
Les pleiades) the most thoroughgoing romanticism - not the impassioned suitor on
bended knee, but rather the dry "tone of a man delivering a legal brief". There is power in
Sturges's work - more, perhaps, than Sante grants - and it derives from this tension
between surface coolness and buried desire. The question of Sturges's art, which
ultimately Jock Sturges seems too soon to answer, is whether the artistic freedom
afforded by Sturges's very notoriety will result in the creative exposure of this tension or
whether, instead, the tension will dissipate into a series of perhaps legally daring, but
none the less vastly more conventional nude studies of conventionally beautiful
pubescents.
The law's anxiety about the motives - are they pure or prurient? - of those who
photograph naked children and adolescents, ranging from professional artists like Sturges
to ordinary parents photographing their children in the bath, invites scrutiny of the
motives of the inquisitors themselves. Childhood has been raised during the past two
decades to transcendental status, especially in the United States, so that even to create a
photographic image of this transcendental object is to risk being charged with profaning
it. It is worth asking why.
For the American religious Right, the answer seems plain. The public sphere has been
sullied - by abortion, pornography and other assaults, both from popular culture and the
elites who manage the capitalist cycle of production and consumption of popular culture.
Claiming to protect children is one of the few strategic avenues left open by which to
cleanse it. Invoking children, the religious Right carries its mission for renewal into the
public sphere. It also believes (only too correctly, I think) that its battle is winnable only
in so far as these secular lose, since the latter have equally little regard for ideals of
toleration, and would like nothing better than to re-educate the children of the religious in
the values of secular consumption: always, it is said, to the end of developing their
"autonomy" and making them proper citizens, citizen-consumers, that is, of what liberal
apologists such as Amy Gutman or Cass Sunstein might call "deliberative democracy" (in
other words, a political order in which religious issues are always politely trumped by a
priori Left-liberal certainties).
The fears of the religious are real; that the religious Right is also an enemy of free
thought is real too, for even as the Supreme Court has ringingly declared the First
Amendment applicable to the Internet, a judge in Oklahoma has declared the film version
of Gunter Grass's The Tin Drum to be legally obscene child pornography, and police are
going to homes suspected of harbouring the videotape in order to seize it. Still, it rarely
occurs to conservative religionists in America that in sacralizing children, they have

thereby secularized their God. In order to play with power in the public sphere, the
religious Right has raised childhood higher than its God, precisely because it knows that
children are a god for the secular and so can be invoked in public in a way that God
Himself, cannot.
But this relationship depends on the secular Left-liberals co-operating, by also making
childhood a transcendental category. That they have done so has less to do with the
welfare of children than with a restless search by these elites for a source of moral
legitimacy to shore up their managerial foundations. For the dilemma of contemporary
American elites is that, while their only real justification is that they form a class
necessary to the terms of consumption - a combination of salesmen managing consumer
demand and social workers managing the resulting social breakdown - in America this is
an insufficient moral basis on which to rule. Elites are therefore pressed to find sources of
purely moral legitimacy to supplement the practical ones. The list of categories of
legitimation deployed, exhausted and then tossed aside is long: community, religion,
rights, civil society and, more lately, virtue and shame - but among the most enduring and
one of the few still potent is children.
Photography (along with film and video) stands in a peculiar and close relationship both
to the process of elite consolidation, where those elites rule by managing the demand for
popular culture, and to the category of childhood. The reason is not only that photography
is quintessentially the aesthetic medium (as Pierre Bourdieu long ago pointed out) of the
middle classes, which both take photographs and consume them as art, in a period when
so many other visual arts have been rendered residual; but, as a result of that fact, in a
consumer society, photography is today therefore quintessentially commercial. Its forms,
aesthetics and techniques are fundamentally driven by commercial photography; it exists
as a medium to create middle-class demand.
It is only against the central cultural importance of the photo-image that the scandal, two
years ago, of Calvin Klein's underwear advertisements, featuring teenage models wearing
Calvin Klein clothing in eroticized poses, can be understood. For surely there was
something incomprehensible, at least to the rest of the Western world, about applying the
legal standard of child pornography, applicable to actual photos of actual children
engaged in actual sexual acts, to photographs that revealed no genitalia or even a female
nipple: clothed, in other words, in Calvin Klein, which is, after all, how demand is
created. Vulgar, in bad taste perhaps, but not child pornography. But what Calvin Klein
did was to profane - quite deliberately, to enhance sales - one of the last free-standing
transcendental categories of legitimation for both cultural Right and Left, and it did so in
one of the few media in which the profanity would be noted as such by popular culture
and elite alike.
That which is carefully missing from the surface of Sturges's work, and is merely
commercialized to sell underwear by Calvin Klein - desire - is at the centre of the work
which most explicitly seeks to make desire a contemporary aesthetic project: David
Hamilton's 1995 The Age of Innocence. Even by the self-consciously sophisticated
standards of Manhattan, it is a transgressive book (it would be otherwise in France and in

its place of publication, Britain, which while also subject to child-abuse hysteria, has at
least sensibly taken the position that no part of the body can in and of itself be considered
obscene). It consists of 200 pages of photographs of gauzily adorned or nude teenage
girls. Its underlying project is to suggest pictorially, in chapters, the progression from
virginity to defloration. This artistic project, the illumination of the psychology of
virginity and innocence (and the fact that in the ordinary course of things they both come
to an end) through photographs and a text mixing contemporary commentary with much
historical quotation on the beauty and desirability of innocence, fails badly. This is not to
say that the project is illegitimate, aesthetically or morally, and even less that an artistic
project, merely because it fails, should be censored or banned; but The Age of
Innocence's reach greatly exceeds its grasp. The text is insipid, perhaps inevitably so on
this topic at this time, but perhaps not, and the photographs, which, considered
individually, are often extraordinary, considered collectively, turn out to be faintly
vulgar.
And yet, for all that, the book is worth having. The reason is simply that if one ignores
the photographs as "works of art", in the way that, for example, Sturges's work must be
regarded, to concentrate solely on the preservation of beauty - the beauty not of the
photograph as artifact, but simply the beauty of the girl - then Hamilton's achievement is
real. He seems, momentarily, to recognize that this is the value of his work, in the only
moving passage, a line of dedication that reads "and to all my little ones between these
pages they stay forever young". For these photographs range across many years' work,
and many of the girls in them are now women; some perhaps no longer beautiful, some
perhaps no longer young.
The appeal of Hamilton's photographs is that they are not high art and thus, unlike
Sturges's work, invoke desire directly because they are not about the photograph but
about the girl. And yet if the project is about desire and the girl, then what really is the
difference between Hamilton's photographs and, say, Playboy? Not much, would be a
common answer, at least in America, except that Hamilton uses under-age models and
mostly limits himself to their breasts, while Playboy provides clinical exposure of adult
genitalia. Still, as Laura Kipnis argues forcefully and wittily in Bound and Gagged:
Pornography and the politics of fantasy in America, Playboy, and, even more so, hardcore pornography, are defined essentially by their downward class appeal and class
marketing. Pornography and, more generally, the regulation of sex have a firm class basis
in America.
This is not exactly a new idea. Judge Richard Posner, in a ruling of several years ago,
confronted the problem of class consistency head-on with his usual vigour, holding an
ordinance which required "exotic dancers" (but not, for example, ballet dancers engaged
in some avant- garde nude performance at the local university) to wear nipple coverings
when dancing to be an unconstitutional infringement of free expression. He found it
difficult, he famously wrote, to see how the fact that the "exotic dancers'" form of
expression was considered lowbrow made it any less deserving of First-Amendment
protection; the Supreme Court, on appeal, had no such difficulty and reversed the
decision, firmly to establish the class basis of "art" and "not art" and, conversely, "porn"

and "not porn". Kipnis takes this Posnerian line of reasoning and makes it her own, with a
wide variety of examples drawn from across the cultural spectrum, including important
ones from the Internet, where fantasy is rampant in large part because identities are not
known for certain. As she says: Pornography may indeed be the sexuality of a consumer
society. It may have a certain emptiness, a lack of interior, a disconnectedness - as does
so much of our popular culture. And our high culture . . . . Transgression is no simple
thing: it's a precisely calculated intellectual endeavor. . . . Insofar as the feminist antiporn
movement devotes itself to rehearsing the experience of disgust and attempting to
regulate sexual imagery, the class issue will continue to be one of its blind spots.
The real shift in today's culture, Kipnis persuasively argues, and the firmest indication of
the growing distance between Left-liberal "progressivism" in the United States and what
used to be called liberalism, is the erasure of the gap in the law between fantasy and
action, between wish and act. Significant numbers of progressives, and certainly
significant numbers of feminists (despite this doctrine's deepest roots in Catholicism and
Freud), seem to have concluded that only the legal regulation of thoughts, desires, wishes
and fantasies can protect women and children, particularly, from the predations of men.
Only pure hearts can ensure clean hands. It is deeply illiberal - precisely because it is the
doctrine of pure consumerism, since the ultimate consumer is one whose wish is action,
whose desire is fulfillment, now and always - but increasingly to many that seems no
terrible thing.

